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Parent Involvement: Developing
Partnerships with Families
ARTICLE BY SUE

STEPHENS

AND

Building strong partnerships between
families and schools pays big dividends
for students. "It's been proven time and
time again that having parents active in
school issues results in greater attendance, decreased discipline problems,
and higher test scores," reports Dorothy
Rich, director of the Mega Skills
Education Center of the Home and
School Institute (p. 4, NEA Today, 1995).
Yet traditionally, parent involvement has
been limited to attendance at open houses, parent-teacher conferences and special classroom activities, such as holiday
parties or field trips. In light of recent
parental surveys, we have now learned
that parental involvement can embrace
many more functions. The definition
applied by researchers at the Southwest
Educational Development Lab describes
parent involvement as; "a variety of
activities that allow parents to participate in the educational process at home
or in the school, such as information
exchange, decision making, volunteer
services, home teaching and child advocacy" (p. 9, National Institute of
Education, 1985). This definition fits
well with what we know about the
school achievement advantage of children whose families work in partnership
with schools. In this article we examine
the strategies and techniques used in an
elementary classroom to move parent
involvement beyond rhetoric concerning
the importance of connecting home and
school to encouraging its reality. In the
Teamroom, the name students created
for our continuous progress multiage
program, we look for ways to link the
family to the child's life at school. This
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connection is the foundation for the
child's later success in school.
Strategies to Connect
Home and School
Regular information exchanges are a
key component for establishing successful home-school partnerships. When parents and teachers engage in frequent dialogue, students realize that parents and
teachers are working together towards
common educational goals. Realizing
that families, because of work situations, transportation problems or other
reasons, are not always able to come to
school led to our search for additional
ways to have conversations with families. Teamroom parents are invited to
use a family-school journal as a means
of communication to "talk" about school
and children (Curry, 1995). Our familyschool journal became a way to keep the
lines of communication open and it
allowed us to have wonderful written
conversations. As the journal traveled to
a different family each day it provided a
window into our classroom.
As educators we found when the families of our students told us they noticed
their children's efforts, progress and
interest in learning, they helped us to
understand the concerns and goals they
held for their children. The thinking and
learning environment we offered children was enhanced by this positive,
ongoing and varied communication.
Comments, like the following, helped us
to know how parents viewed their
child's learning experiences and assisted
us in formulating strategies to modify or
extend learning and more effectively
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sure he learns more. Being comfortable
in school should help him. "

support students:

"We really enjoyed the Family Night.
Ellie was VERY proud to share her
reading accomplishments. This is such
a confidence booster!! Ellie enjoys the
structure and routine of your teaching
style. She thrives on organization and
predictability. I feel the Team room provides those for her while allowing individuality. "

"Thank-you for making school such
an enjoyable learning experience for ·
Lisa and the Teamkids. Thank-you for
the wonderful ''gift" you have given our
children - the love of learning which
will benefit them the rest of their lives."
"We are especially grateful for the
patience that you had with Annette and
eating lunch when school first started.
It really helped a lot knowing that I was
home and she was at school with someone who cares."

"Tom was quite relieved to know that
he would know his teacher and many of
his classmates in first grade. He's still
adjusting to the long day and is occasionally a little reluctant to ''give up"
his whole day."

"Thanks for your efforts in creating
such a great climate in which to grow."

"Abbey is so excited about learning
to read. The books she has been bringing home have helped out tremendously! Sometimes I worry about her. I
work very long hours and when I do
have the time I want it to be quality
time. You have helped me out with all
the things she brings home!"

High on the list of topics in our traveling conversations between home and
school were comments concerning the
academic growth and skills demonstrated by children. Families expressed the
following feelings:

"I was reading with Evan this
evening, and I was shocked by his ability to read. I didn't expect him to read
like he did. It was really enjoyable to
hear my sweet little boy read. It is
amazing how fast kids learn. "

We found family-school journaling a
valuable technique for establishing a
home-school partnership. Through the
roving family journal, parents communicated their desire for assurance that the
Teamroom would create and sustain a
learning environment that would be
emotionally, socially, intellectually and
physically safe for their child. They communicated their beliefs about what kind
of educational environment would be a
positive learning situation. Families
wrote:

"David has benefited so much from
being a member of the Teamroom. His
reading skills are improving daily and
he takes great pride in all he learns. He
always has so many things to share
with us every day. "
"Evan seems to truly enjoy school.
He comes home everyday in a positive
mood with wonderful stories to share.
We've learned things from him!"

"He enjoys his teammates whom he
says are very kind to him. My husband
and I especially appreciate it that you
care about teaching values. Many of the
life skills you listed in your Teamroom
letter seem to be missing in our world
lately."

"She talked about the different counting activities you use, which are so
effective in nailing down the concepts.
Today she said you counted by 2's up to
100 or so, I asked her if any of the
numbers ended in a "7." She said "No,
that would be an odd number." That's

"The Teamroom seems to work well
for Doug. When he is able to relax, I'm
MI CHIG AN READIN G JOURNAL
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great stuff!"

ers and principals do their jobs and helping hire/fire teachers and principals. But
it is interesting to note that less than
thirty percent of the educator respondents felt that parents should acquire the
role of decision-maker" (p. 14, National
Institute of Education, 1985). Clearly,
parents want to take a more active role
in schools. The challenge for today's
educators is to seek ways to increase the
opportunities for families to share their
voices during decision making dialogues. Curriculum issues were frequently discussed through the family-school
journal and the feedback about programming and curriculum concerns were
very helpful in evaluating the Teamroom
program. Examples of thoughts parents
shared indicate the intensity families
hold concerning their desire for input in
their child's educational experiences:

''I'm very pleased at how quickly he
has progressed with his reading."
"Sandy brought home a video with
the book club skits on it. They all did an
excellent job. I would also like to see the
one about the Three Little Wolves and
the Big Bad Pig if you taped that one.
For weeks, this skit was Sandy's main
focus.
"Her reading progress is coming
along slowly, but surely. Her favorite
subject is math. Sometimes I find her
just sitting on the couch counting by
5's or 2's. Her new found passion is
Uno."
The national PIEP (Parent
Involvement In Education) study of
2,000 parents in six southwestern states
indicates that parents not only want to
be involved but have very definite ideas
about the roles they would like to take.
"More than seventy percent of the parent
respondents said they would like to have
greater decision-making roles in the
schools, i.e., planning the school budget,
helping plan what will be taught in the
schools, helping decide how well teach-
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''I am glad Perry has a multiage
class. I wish they had it for the other
grades."
"The bridges that the children are
building right now are really neat too.
After they are completely done with
them they can say: "Wow, we did that."
That should make them feel really good
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Extending Communication to
Families through Newsletters
I learned from my son, Bryan, that
children often do not come home from
school with an overwhelming desire to
fill their family in on that day's activities.
Families, like mine, have had to depend
on homework assignments or worksheets to try and discover what was happening in school. Since successful,
developmentally-appropriate early childhood classrooms focus on "hands-on"
learning activities for the construction of
knowledge rather than pencil-paper
learning instruction, many families can
be left with no exchange of communication, thus feeling uninformed and uninvolved in their child's education.
Teachers in the Berkeley Unified
School District, through their PITCH
Project (Project Interconnecting
Teachers, Children, and Homes), "were
surprised to learn from parent surveys
that families felt uninformed about their
child's daily experiences in the classroom" (p. 76, Brand, 1996). More formal
than a home-school journal, newsletters
allow teachers to inform families about
classroom activities and can explain the
theoretical basis for educational practices. For families to understand learning activities that were not a part of their
school experience, educational theory
and classroom information needs to be
exchanged. Similar to newspapers,
newsletters can provide families with
this information. Families want to know
teachers have a sound theoretical base
for what and how they teach.
Newsletters let families know that teachers are keeping up with current pedagogy by conversing with other educators, reading professional books and
attending workshops and conferences.
Two Teamroom parents describe their
views about classroom programming
discussed in our newsletters:

about themselves - w e think that is a
very important part of life - and it
really shows that they are getting a lot
of thatfrom the Teamroom. We also
wish like everyone else does that it is to
bad it can't go beyond second grade."
"I am concerned about her transition
to the regular classroom. Is there anything I can do ?"
"We are so lucky to have this wonderful program for our children. I think it
should be expanded to offer this opportunity to more of the students at Perry."
''My only concern at this time is how
Jane will handle the transition to a
more traditional classroom n ext year. I
only wish there were a third/fourth
grade Teamroom."
"The concept of working together to
problem solve and everyone being able
to contribute is a very important skill
to experience at a young age. I see
adults struggle daily to do this in the
business world. "
"We do wish that this style of learning could continue past the 2nd grade.
The caring environment that you provide is very good for Leah and I feel she
is comfortable in trying new things.
Having children do speaking in front of
the class is so Good!!"
The journal also offered a place to
validate the strengths found in today's
families and allowed families to see all
they were doing that was positive for
their children. Camaraderie was created
in the sharing of family and parental
goals with the other families in the
Teamroom. The journal offered a vehicle
for us to support each other and modeled the power of written text for the
Teamkids. The conversations our journaling extended beyond the walls of
home and school were of the up most
valuable and worthy of the time invested
putting words to paper.
MI CHI GAN R EA DI NG J OU RNA L
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classroom is Ellie's idea of true learning. Thank you for being so open to
new ideas/methods in education."

"It is nice how you really have the
parents get involved with projects. It is
a real learning experience for everyone.
We feel like you have really given Ron a
lot of confidence in his learning skills
and he really is eager to set goals and
work on them. Also Ron's brother and
sister enjoy the different briefcases Ron
has shared with us. "

"We were not sure of multiage at the
beginning, but you have proven it can
be done and be done well and with
pride."
As these comments indicate making
the effort to inform families about different learning opportunities and methods
helps create an environment of trust and
respect between school and families.
Newsletters can also describe how
the group of children is developing as a
classroom community and provides updates on what the students are currently
investigating. Newsletters offer a place
to explain special projects, highlight upcoming events and share other specific
information for families. This exchange
of information often becomes a catalyst
for conversation between children and
their parents in the home. Responses
from parents in the Teamroom are very
supportive of the Teamroom newsletter.
The following comment is typical:

Educational experiences are
enhanced when parents join as partners
to promote the literacy development of
children. Epstein, in her 1986 study,
found that parents reported that "they
believed teachers could do more to
involve families in learning activities at
home. Fifty-five percent of the parents in
Epstein's study said they rarely received
requests to help at home. More than
eighty percent said they could help more
at home if they were shown how to do
specific learning activities" (p. 280,
Epstein, 1986). Responses from the family-school journal used in the Teamroom
support this information. Families are
receptive to receiving information on
assisting their child as this parent writes:

"I especially like the weekly newsletters that keep us informed about the
class's activities."

"Thanks for the good ideas on how
we can get Ron more interested in reading."
The opportunity for parents to spend
time in the Teamroom has been a blessing. Listening to families, hearing their
stories and learning what is important to
them allows us to celebrate their
strengths and validate what they do for
their children. At the same time it also
enables educators to model for parents
new and different ways to engage young
children in learning experiences.
Teamroom families provide valuable
feedback about their experiences in the
classroom. One parent shares:

Qreating a Partnership through
Classroom Encounters
Many parents have difficulty seeing
themselves as educators. One parent
involvement goal we hold is to assist
parents in understanding what they can
do with their children educationally and
to realize its importance. Opening the
Teamroom to welcome parental visits
and encouraging families to assist in the
room has allowed students to benefit
from additional adult help. It has also
provided opportunities for us to congratulate families in their successes with
their children. One family capsulized
their feelings about involving parents,
saying:
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

"If I had to single out one thing
which has really impressed me this
year it would be problem solving. I realize some situations are black and white
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kids with the clocks and the other jobs
the kids have. They were so excited
when they were figuring out who was
doing what. I really enjoyed coming
and seeing them working together. "

but many are not. When I hear you
encouraging the Teamkids to consider
different solutions to problems, I see
them being encouraged to respect the
opinions of others. We want our son to
feel comfortable being himself, and be
able to respect each person for their
own uniqueness and preciousness. "

"I really like your teaching techniques! I know it takes a lot of preparation getting your class plans around for
each day. I also enjoy helping out in
your classroom! It helps keep my life
interesting!"

Sharing information and acknowledging a families' values creates the beginning of a true partnership, where we can
establish shared goals and foster educational growth for each child. Families
who have visited or have volunteered to
help in the classroom share these messages about the learning experiences
they see occurring in the Teamroom:

"I am trying to get next Tuesday
night off so that I can attend the second
Family Fun night."
Not only have families communicated
the value they experience in spending
time in the classroom; they also
exchange this message with other families in the community. Families of students who are experiencing their second
year in the Teamroom have been very
supportive of the new fanillies becoming
part of our classroom. Listening to conversations held during classroom parties, field trips, class events and regular
arrivals and departures from school you
can hear families sharing stories of similar parenting situations, successes and
failures, validating and supporting each
other in their efforts to raise and educate their children. Like a hive of learning possibilities, schools can support
families with their child's educational
experiences.

"I really enjoy coming up and helping out in your room, Ifeel very comfortable there, it has such a warm
atmosphere. I just wish that I could do
it more often. "
''I am sorry I have not been able to
come in and help out since [the girlsJ
were born. I really did enjoy watching
and helping. "
''I am looking forward to working
with her [Dee's] class in the next two
weeks."

"Jay has grown so much through the
three years you have taught him. He
started out as a very shy boy that
wouldn't eat snack and when I was in
the other day he was helping the other

Involving Families in Goal Setting
Using every opportunity to include
parents in dialogue about their child's
educational progress guided the decision
to implement student-led conferencing
with the first and second graders in the
Teamroom. During these conferences
students and parents reflected on the
child's work, what the child was most
proud of and in what areas they wanted
to see improvements. Moreover, students usually acknowledge the same
MI C HI G AN RE A DING JOURNAL
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the use of briefcases and backpacks
which travel from school to home and
back. The contents of these briefcases
vary. One contains family math games.
Another briefcase houses an assortment
of writing tablets, papers and writing
instruments to encourage the young
journalist. The other cases protect and
carry famous book characters, such as
Clifford and Curious George and books
featuring these personalities. The briefcases also contain journals where the
child or someone in their family can
record the child's thoughts pertaining to
their overnight visit with the contents of
the briefcase.
Backpacks in the Teamroom are used
to increase parental involvement
through our focus on reading program
initiated in our early elementary classrooms. Each backpack contains an
emergent, early or fluent reader and
ideas for discussion, along with followup activities about the story. This program assist teachers in getting high
interest, readable stories for young
learners into homes so families can
share them together. Families are very
supportive and participate with their
children in using these backpacks and
briefcases. Parents share:

needs for improvement we had identified as a concern, which removed the
onus of criticism from the teacher, and
allowed students to take responsibility
for setting their own goals. The
Teamkids were never so deeply involved
in reflecting on their accomplishments
and assessing their performances as
they have been since becoming involved
in leading the interactions between our
home-school conferences.
To prepare for these conferences
each student would sort through their
working folders, selecting their best or
most challenging work from math journals, science experiment reports, reading response logs, story drafts and book
club projects. The phrases: "I know I'm
going to keep this," "This was the hardest for me," "I learned a lot doing this,"
often reached our ears while observing
these young children shuffling through
papers, carefully sorting and stacking
the ones they wanted to share with their
family during conferences.
Family conferences directed by students empowered both child and parent
to share in the responsibility of the
learning process. At the conclusion of
these meetings the student, parent and
teacher each signed the conference
sheet containing the comments and
goals for the next marking period. We
found this process engaged students, led
them to produce better quality work,
helped them begin to set personal goals
and aided in developing their self-evaluation skills. Families, too, were left with a
clearer picture of what their child was
working on at school. Often it offered
parents time to brainstorm ways they
might assist their child in attaining these
goals at home.

''Leah enjoys the different briefcases
that your class has to bring home. The
[Everyday Mathematics} Home Link
projects are also nice because as parents we have some involvement in what
our children are learning at school.
"Jay gets excited when he gets to
bring home the briefcases filled with
fun."
"He looks forward to bringing home
the math briefcase."
"She really likes bringing the book
home to read. She is so excited when
she can finally go through the whole
book and remember all the words. "

Implementing a School-to-Home
Book Bag Program
The Teamkids include their families
in the thinking and learning that occurs
in the classroom in other ways, such as
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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"She likes bringing the different
items home. She likes the bear the best. "

whom we work. However the time
teachers have with their students is
fleeting compared with the lasting difference made by parents. According to the
University of Chicago Professor Herbert
Walberg, "while studies indicate students spend three to six percent of their
waking hours effectively engaged in
learning in schools; parents control
eighty-seven percent of a child's waking
time" (p. 397, Walberg, 1984). Our
school-to-home book bag program is one
way educators can collaborate with parents to share specific knowledge about
reading. This home activity develops
readers who increase their reading abilities as well as the experience the joy of
interacting with books which can last a
lifetime.
Parents are a child's first and most
important teacher. They have already
taught children one of the most complex
and difficult skills imaginable - language. Because of the diversity of
today's families, it is vital that teachers
work with all parents to facilitate the
sharing of books, materials and information needed to assist them in tailoring
partnerships to their lives and cultures.
One of the factors which influences
whether teachers involve families is the
degree to which parents are active in the
school. Parents who are more active in
school are more encouraged by teachers
to be involved. As we elicit partnerships,
we need to be sensitive to the needs and
diversity of the families represented in
our classrooms. In a 1984 survey, single
parents reported spending more time
helping their children at home while
married parents spent more time helping
teachers at school (p. 21, Epstein).
Therefore, if we want to be successful, it
is in our best interest to recognize and
assist families by providing unique
opportunities where they are invited to
expand their connection with their
child's education in ways that are appropriate and convenient for them.

''W~ really like how you have different subjects come home and we can
share a lot with Ron about things that
he does at school and we really are up
to date on things. The evening Ron
opened the math briefcase up we all had
a fun filled family night. It was really
neat for the kids. They really had a
good time and at the same time it was
very educational."

Responses from the families in the
Teamroom concerning the value of
home-to-school book bags and briefcases correspond with what research tells
us about reading at home. Research over
the previous three decades clearly documents the impact parental home readalouds have on student achievement.
Among the benefits of this parent teaching experience are:
• increased speaking and listening
vocabularies;
• letter and symbol recognition;
• literal and inferential comprehension skills;
(Brezinski, 1964, Teale, 1978,
McCormick, 1981). However, reading
aloud at home with children is only one
from among numerous activities parents
have said they want more specific guidance and feedback on using.
Cullinan refers to the nurturing role
that families play in fostering their
child's early literacy development as
planting the seeds of literacy (p. 34).
Elementary teachers frequently recommend families read to their children at
home. Yet, many parents either do not
have the books or communicate feelings
concerning a lack of specific knowledge
of the reading process to work with their
children. Some parents even feel it is not
their role to read with their child (p. 6,
Cullinan, 1992). It is most certainly our
professional responsibility to develop
the literacy skills of the students with
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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Promoting Partnerships:
A National Goal
One of the national educational goals
calls for schools to promote partnerships that increase parental involvement
and participation in fostering the social,
emotional and academic growth of children. Children do not come to us with
instructions. Likewise parent involvement does not have its own set of guidelines. When teachers become leaders in
devising strategies to encourage familyschool partnerships the benefits for children are enormous. Most parents also
value the home-school partnership goal
of creating an environment where families and school work together for the
benefit of children. In support of this
goal U.S. Secretary of Education Richard
Riley, urges all concerned citizens to get
involved in their local schools; "Thirty
years of research shows that when family and community members are directly
involved in education, children achieve
better grades and higher test scores,
have much higher reading comprehension, and graduate at higher rates, are
more likely to enroll in higher education,
and are better behaved" (p. 1,
Community Update, 1996). Confirming
the importance of this research, Herbert
Walberg identified eight determinants of
learning, only three of which are under
the control of the school; classroom climate, amount of instruction and quality
of instruction. The other five factors student ability, expectations for success,
academically stimulating home environment, as well as control over peer
groups and television watching - are
clearly under the control of parents.
Consequently, nurturing and supporting
parents in the crucial role they play in
their child's education is an additional
piece of an educator's job description (p.
397, Walberg, 1984).
The Teamroom parents use our family-teacher journal to convey their feelings about their educational partnerMICHIGAN READI NG JO URNAL

ships formed in our classroom. Families
also see the benefits provided by
increasing their interactions with today's
schools. They communicate:

"This journal is a great way to communicate and we appreciate all your
extra effort to ensure that we are kept
up to speed on things"
"I feel Pat's interest in reading is
better this year. We try to read at home
as much as we can. Thanks again for
all your support. "
"This journal is such a neat idea.
Reading through it you can see how
anxious the Teamkids are to READ,
and communicate, and gain knowledge,
yet each of these children have individual needs to satisfy also."
"I think you make each child feel special and they need that to build their
confidence so they can learn. ''My greatest joy is to see Kasey unafraid to ask
any question or seek out information
on any subject. She has the attitude
that the world belongs to her and there
are no barriers."
"I especially like the committees and
the way the children are taught responsibility and are encouraged to problem
solve on their own."
"This has been an exceptionally wonderful year so far. It is so amazing the
things that she comes home and tells us
what she has learned and done in
school. She talks so highly of everyone
in her class.
''Having the children do jobs and
have some extra responsibilities is
such a great idea, Annette comes home
and asks us to write down a list of jobs
for her to do now. "
Conclusion
Both parents and teachers want children to be motivated learners and to
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Sue Stephens, an Oakland Writing
Project fellow, holds a Ph. D. in
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Michigan State University and is the
Assistant Superintendent for Perry
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Renee Webster, a veteran of the Red
Cedar Writing Project, currently teaches a multiage classroom offive through
eight year-olds at Perry Elementary
School.

master academic skills; we both want
children to succeed in school and to be
socially competent and self-confident.
As a result of our joint efforts to develop
a strong working relationship between
school, child and home we feel we are
maximizing opportunities for children to
become self-confident, productive, lifelong learners.
This winning situation becomes possible when families are encouraged, occasionally in unique ways, to join with
schools in conversations concerning
their children's educational goals. We
are reminded of the acronym TEAM Together Everyone Achieves More.
Family partnerships make it easier to
find the energy to continue to strive to
offer the best educational programming
to facilitate today's young learners.
A parent summed up our partnership
goal well when she wrote:

REFERENCES
Becker, H. J. & Epstein, J. (1986). "Parent
Involvement: A Survey of Teacher
Practices", The Elementary School
Journal 83, 280-287
Brand, S. (1996). "Making Parent
Involvement a Reality: Helping Teachers
Develop Partnerships with Parents",
Young Children 51 , 76.
Cullinan, B. (1992). Read to m e: Raising kids
who love to Read. New York: Scholastic
Inc.
Epstein, J. (1985). "Home and School
Connections in Schools of the Future:
Implications of Research on Parent
Involvement", Peabody Journal of
Education, 62, 4, 21.
Gutloff, K. (1995). "Do Parents Make You
Nervous?", NEA Today 14, 4.
National Institute of Education. (1984).
Parent Involvement in Education Project,
Austin, Texas: Southwest
Educational Development Lab.
Riley, R. (1996). "Secretary
Riley Urges
Americans To Get
Involved in
Education",
Community
Update 38, l.
Walberg, H.
(1984).
"Families as
Partners in
Educational
Productivity",
Phi Delta
Kappan, 18, 2,
397.

"It has been really wonderful to have
Les get up every morning and look forward to going to school. Such a positive
start in his early years of school will
make all of the future years of education a better experience. To look forward to learning - what could be a
better start for child?"
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